Recent advances in oral mucosal research.
Major progress in investigation of the normal structure and function of the oral mucosa has been made within the last ten years and has come principally from the application of various techniques developed in basic science disciplines to specific mucosal problems. However, it is apparent that many gaps still exist in our knowledge of the oral mucosa and, although it is to be expected that different workers will have distinct views on which of these are the most significant, some basic areas for further investigation can clearly be identified. For example, little is known about epithelial control systems and their disturbance by epithelial disease processes, about the nature of the interactions occurring during development and maintenance of the oral mucosal epithelia, or about the epithelial cell surface and its role in normal function. The specific properties and behavior of the cell populations of the subepithelial connective tissues appears to be poorly understood and the existence and significance of functional changes in mucosa with age and malnutrition are uncertain. It is increasingly apparent that successful progress in such investigations involves approaches using diverse methodologies. For example, epithelial-mesenchymal interactions are likely to involve multiple mesenchymal factors acting in concert to establish and maintain epithelial form and, because of this complexity, the nature of the inductive influences is not likely to be elucidated in model systems unless individual variables can be rigidly controlled. Defining the cellular and acellular elements in mesenchyme and reconstructing a functional mesenchyme from purified components may not be a simple task, but with current methods for cultivating mucosal keratinocytes and fibroblasts, as well as for purifying various components of the ground substance, it should be possible to initiate such a program of study. Some of the most dramatic advances made over the past 5-6 years in epidermal research have come about through the utilization of newly developed biochemical investigative techniques, examples of which include the use of gene cloning to study the organization of the keratin gene family, and the use of immuno-fluorescence with monoclonal antibodies to discern when various keratin proteins appear during differentiation.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 400 WORDS)